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JoNELLA A. MoNco

Board Books Featuring African Americans:
Vanishing but Not Entirely Gone
Jonella A. Mongo, Ph.D. has been an early childhood educator in Detroit
Public Schools and the Pontiac School District. She teaches part time at
the university level and serves as a consultant to businesses, governmental
agencies, community groups and educational organizations. Her research
interests include multicultural literature, early writing, and African-centered education.
ot long ago while attending a baby
shower, I observed the guest of
onor open her gifts of disposable
diapers, decorative bottles, miniature
outfits, and all the other necessities of the modem
mother. Everyone in attendance could not help but
"ooh" and "aah" over the lovely baby things. When
the mom-to-be unwrapped my gift, remarks such
as "That's different," "Aren't they precious," "I
would have never thought to buy that," "Where did
you buy them?" "I bet you're a teacher" filled the
room. I had given books. I figured this family friend
would benefit from Raising Black Children by Drs.
James Comer and Alvin Poussaint (1992) and her
baby would enjoy the board books My Daddy and
I (1991a) and Big Friend, Little Friend (1991b) by
Eloise Greenfield for the next several years. Perhaps,
if they survived the usual wear and tear, I imagined
these board books might even be passed on to other
siblings or to another generation someday.

American images. I often used family photographs
and pictures from old Ebony and Jet magazines to
construct little laminated picture books to read to them.
It was important to me that my children saw people
who looked like them in books from a very early age.
Harris (1990) contends that children's literature "serves
as a mediator between children, cultural knowledge,
and socialization by adults" (p. 41 ). Literature books
can and should be used to pass along cultural stories
and lessons (Harris, 1990; Hefflin & Barksdale-Ladd,
2001 ). Jalongo (1988) concludes that picture books can
contribute to a child's cultural identity and multicultural
awareness. Therefore, it is important to note that board
books featuring African Americans not only benefit
African American children, but non-African American
children as well. Americans live in a culturally and
racially diverse society. So American children of different backgrounds must be exposed to numerous positive
images reflecting the family life of the various cultures
and ethnic groups that contribute to American society.

Each time I give books as a gift, I think to myself,
when the stroller and car seat are no longer needed
and the baby has outgrown all the fine little clothes,
they will still have their first books to read. How
true: a book is a present that can be opened again
and again. So I couldn't agree more with Allen
(1993) that "Books are wonderful and often overlooked gifts. They are perfect for new babies and
all children" (p.33). And this is especially important
since we know that infants as young as 4 weeks
enjoy looking at human faces in picture books (Hasson, 1991).

The purpose of this article is to discuss the development of infant and toddler board books featuring
African Americans from 1990 to 2002. It provides
a brief overview of the development of board books
in general, and suggest criteria for evaluating board
books that feature African Americans in particular.
The authors, illustrators, and publishers who create
this genre of books are highlighted, along with the
current publication trends of these books produced
for our very youngest readers.

Unfortunately, when my children were born in the late
1970s there were no board books featuring African
28

Development of Board Books
Researchers such as Butler (1980) questioned the
validity of publishing board books, noting that she
only considered books made of paper as legitimate
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fare for babies. However, she acknowledges that
babies can safely handle board books alone. And
this, as far as I am concerned, is an important
goal: to bring together in a positive way (a) quality
bookmaking; (b) literature and illustrations; (c)
babies (from birth or even in utero) and preschool
children. It is also important to provide appropriate
read aloud books for their caregivers to share with
them. Research consistently supports the value of
reading aloud to children, including infants and
toddlers (Huck, 1992; Kupetz & Green, 1997; May,
1990; Mooney, 1988; Norton, 1991; Walters, 1984;
Wilson, 1991; Zeece, 1996). Bishop (1990) offers
that the most meaningful thing "parents can do to
see that their children become literate is to read to
them, starting when the children are very young and
continuing until they no longer wish to be read to"
(p.562).
In the mid-1970s there was a significant increase
in the production of board books (Green, 1991;
Mills, 1996) designed for children from birth to age
3. Printed on heavy cardboard and laminated for
durability (Glazer, 1991, Hands, 1984, Mills, 1996;
Wells, 1990) this sturdy construction allows board
books to survive intense handling and occasionally
mishandling without falling apart (Wells, 1990). An
ample supply of board books with various themes
and concepts can be found on-line or in bookstores
across the country. However, most of these books
do not feature African Americans or other people of
color as major characters.

Establishing a Criteria For Board Books
Featuring African Americans

i

Just painting the faces of characters brown in a
book is not sufficient in my view for selecting a
board book to share with our youngest readers. It
is vital that the illustrations reflect realistic features
of African American people. In addition, the board
book should tell a good story that is well written.
Bishop (1990) describes this sort of book as being
"culturally conscious." She states that "culturally
conscious" books "reflect, with varying degrees of
success, the social and cultural traditions associated
with growing up Black in the United States" (p.49).
For very young children culturally conscious books
are often board books with appropriate pictorial
images depicting everyday situations merged
with suitable language, language that captures the
listener and the reader: repetitive, predictable, yet
FALL

stimulating and surprising; language that usually
means repeated readings are sure to follow.
Like Lechner (1995) and Zeece (1997), I realize
children's literature can project strong and long
lasting messages, so I use the following criteria
when evaluating board books featuring African
Americans:
1. Does the book portray realistic depictions of
African Americans in believable situations?
2. Does the book tell a good story with a
pleasant ending?
3. Is it culturally accurate?
4. Is it intellectually stimulating and
aesthetically pleasing?
5. Does it contain suitable language for the
intended age?
6. Is the theme of the book interesting and
engaging?
Establishing a set of criteria for board book selections for very young children ensures that appropriate themes or subject matters are presented that
appeal to them (Jalongo, 1988; Zeece, 1996) regardless of their ethnic or cultural background. Jalongo
stresses that quality books use language effectively
and imaginatively. For example, in Greenfield's
board book My Daddy and I, the author says:
My Daddy and I do things together. We paint
the kitchen wall.
Daddy and I go out to play. I carry the
basketball. (1991, unpaged)

The rhyming text and wholesome illustrations by
Jan Spivey Gilchrist pleasingly represent some of
the activities a father and his young son might enjoy
together.
Like Jalongo, I believe storybooks should come to
a "swift resolution" and end on a "positive note."
Greenfield brings My Daddy and I to a satisfying
conclusion with the tender embrace of the father
and son after a hard day of work and play.
On Saturdays we have to clean.
We wash the window and dust the screen,
and dust the table and dust the floor,
and then we don 't want to dust anymore,
so we stop- and Hug. (1991, unpaged)

The text and illustration clearly depict the qualities
that are desired in any book that features African
2002
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American characters: intellectually stimulating for
intended age, aesthetically pleasing with positive
images, and cultural accuracy.

Overview of Board Books
featu ring African Americans
This Little Baby Goes Out by Lynn Breeze published in 1990 appears to be the first board book
published which features African Americans exclusively as major characters. It tells the story of a little
boy's day at the park. Eloise Greenfield, with Jan
Spivey Gilchrist as illustrator, provides a wonderful
variety of board books about African American
children. Their series of four books published by
HarperFestival in 1991, My Daddy and I; My Doll,
Keshia; I Make Music; and Big Friend, Little Friend
may have started the trend for the increased number
of board books featuring African Americans. In
1997, board books by the dynamic team of Greenfield and Gilchrist, Kia Tanisha and Kia Tanisha
Drives her Car, introduce a little girl Kia Tanisha
who enjoys running and riding in her special car.
The publishing company HarperFestival also
produced another series of African American board
books including four books written and illustrated
by Dessie and Chevelle Moore: Good Morning;
Good Nigh; Getting Dressed; and Lets Pretend.
The descriptor on the back cover highlights the fact
all of these "simply worded and richly illustrated"
stories will captivate infants and toddlers.
Several of the board book series were published as
collaborations between two publishing companies.
Scholastic teamed up with Just Us Books in 1995 to
produce four charming board books featuring babies
and toddlers. Written by Cheryl Willis Hudson and
illustrated by George Ford, Good Morning Baby
and Good Night Baby depict attractive images of
Black family life.
In 1995 Essence Magazine and Golden Books Publishing Company developed a partnership to publish
a series of board books written and illustrated by
African Americans. On the back of each book Susan
L. Taylor, editor-in-chief of Essence magazine,
writes these books "reflect rich and colorful images
of African American families and culture." The
original series included four titles written and
illustrated by various authors and artists. Baby s
Bedtime by Nikki Grimes, with illustrations by Sylvia Walker; Peekaboo, Baby! and No Diapers For
30

Baby by Denise Lewis Patrick, illustrated by Ray
Simmons and Sylvia Walker; and Baby s Colors
by Naomi McMillan and illustrator KeafHolliday,
constitute the first series. Denise Lewis Patrick,
authored the last two board books in this series, See
What I Can Do! and J Can Count published in 1996.
The rich illustrations by Thomas Hudson and Fred
Willingham will surely delight the very young as
well as the young at heart. Billy s Boots by Debbie
Mackinnon and Anthea Sieveking is a lift-the-flap
board book published in 1996. Children will love
the surprises Billy finds as he searches for his red
boots. (This is one of my favorites!)
Andrea Davis Pinkney and Brian Pinkney had four
board books published in 1997 by the Red Wagon
Books division of Harcourt Brace & Company. All
of their books-I Smell Honey, Pretty Brown Face,
Shake Shake Shake and Watch Me Dance-are
outstanding models of quality board books for
parents, librarians, teachers, and others interested in
reading aloud to the very young child.
The award-winning picture book The Snmyy Day by
Ezra Jack Keats, originally published in paperback
in 1962, was published as a board book in 1996.
The enjoyable story about Peter's day of adventures
in the snow will charm the imagination of young
children. Several other books originally published
as picture books are now available in board book
format. Thump, Thump, Rat-a-Tat Tat by Gene Baer
and illustrated by Lois Ehlert and the Caldecott
Honor Book Ten, Nine, Eight by Molly Bang were
also published as board books in 1996. Busy Toes,
1998 by C. W. Bowie is another example of a picture book that was later published as a board book.
Without a doubt, the latter 1990s saw a significant
decrease in the number of published board books
featuring African Americans. In 1998 only one
board book with African Americans was published,
My Aunt Came Back by Pat Cumming. Well-known
author and illustrator Faith Ringgold published two
of the three African American board books in 1999,
Cassie s Colorful Day and Counting to Tar Beach.
Baby Dance by Ann Taylor was the third book and
the second in a series of board books published by
HarperFestival.
An extensive search of children's literature published in 2000 found no board books featuring
African Americans. Needless to say, the new mil-
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lennium has not gotten off to a good start. In 2001,
Joy and The Angels Lullaby, both written by Joyce
Carol Thomas and illustrated by Pamela Johnson,
appear to be the only two published as original
board books. These lovely stories are a welcome
addition to the collection of African American board
books still in publication. Happy to be Nappy the
charming picture book by bell hooks was reissued
in 2001 by Jump at the Sun an imprint of Hyperion
Books for Children in board book format. So far in
2002, The Story of Martin Luther King written by
Johnny Ray Moore and published by CandyCane
Press is the only board book
highlighting African Ameri- Figure 1
can characters. The simple
Board Books Featurin
text and beautiful illustra14
tions will certainly engage
very young children.

Doonan (1996) describes the 1970s and 1980s as a
time when "originality of vision of the most creative
artists, writers and designers is made available to all
(p. 233)." But, "less than 2 percent of the 2,500 to
3,500 children's books published each year feature
Blacks as major characters or focus on information
about blacks or black life" (Bishop, 1990 p. 556).
She adds that, it is often difficult to find African
American children's literature in bookstores. During
the early and mid 1990s several bookstores owned
and operated by people of color helped make books
that featured African Americans as major charac-

African Americans (1990-2002)
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Figure 1 outlines the number of board books featuring African Americans
published yearly from 1990
through 2002. In Figure 2,
publishing companies that
produced the bulk of these
books are presented.
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ters, including board books, more available. But, as
major bookstore chains push the smaller independent stores out of business, we are again faced with
fewer advocates for these books.
In 1998, I interviewed several independent bookstore managers in a large city, who indicated they
were not familiar with any of the board books with
African American characters. At that time there
were a few still in publication, so it was easy to
get these stores on the bandwagon. But of late, the
situation has deteriorated because most of these
bookstores are now closed. A recent survey of major
book outlets in my metropolitan area found no
board books featuring African Americans as major
characters.
This is heartbreaking. At one time Essence Communication, in cooperation with Golden Books, advertised their series of board books in their nationally
distributed magazine. But, these lovely little books
have virtually disappeared as well. Some times public libraries will have a special book and toy section
for infants and toddlers that contains a variety of
board books, including a few that highlight African
American culture and life.
Of course, the bottom line for the publishing and
bookstore industry has always been economics. So,
if parents, teachers, and librarians demand these
books and purchase them, publishers will continue
to produce them and bookstores will gladly make
them available to consumers.

Conclusion
With increased scientific evidence that suggests
experiences in the first 3 years of life have a dramatic impact on brain development, the continued
production of materials for this age group must
be ensured. Researchers maintain reading to their
youngest children is a way that parents and educators nurture learning and literacy development.
The federal government through the United States
Department of Education has launched an all out
effort to promote early reading to children ages 0
to 5. An increased number of board books featuring
African Americans would go along way to support
this effort.
Lamme (1980) points out that:
[a very young child] who is read to regularly
discovers books have pictures and words;
32

that there is a "right side up" to books and
pictures; that pages tum, and stories have a
sequence; language has many sounds, tones
and volumes; that pictures have meaning,
and that being read to is a comfortable way
to get attention. (p. 3)
And if you have ever read aloud to an infant or
toddler you know how pleasant and relaxing or how
delightful and exciting the experience can be.
An all out effort must be made to keep these
books readily available. We don't want the lovely
board books published in the 1990s that featured
African American characters to vanish. So let's
make sure we introduce these board book titles
to parents, day care workers, librarians, and
other adults who care for and about very young
children. As adults we have the responsibility to
provide these appropriately written and attractively illustrated literary treasures as gifts of joy
to all children as they grow to understand and to
value themselves and others in an increasingly
complex world.
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Call for Manuscripts
Fall, 2003: Children's and young adult books in the classroom: Are we creating a new
canon?
(Manuscripts must be received by April 1, 2003. Electronic submissions are encouraged.)

L

ong before basal readers became the preferred classroom literacy tool, reading teachers used
authentic texts-the bible, novels, newspapers, magazines, story books-to teach children their
letters. Within a short period of time, a relatively few authors-often "dead white men"-and their
narratives had become institutionalized. Eventually these poems, short stories, and excerpts from longer
narratives were conveniently collected in anthologies.

Recently, critics have objected to the literary "canon," raising multiple issues: the role of people of color
and women as authors, illustrators, and characters; diverse interpretations instead of only a Euro-American
viewpoint; alternative "readings" of text, such as economic, feminist, deconstructionist, etc.
Is there a canon of approved texts that we rely on in our elementary and secondary classrooms today?
Why have these books been "canonized"? What is the rationale behind books that are "reserved" by
administrators for specific grade levels? Have you ever attempted to buck the system and read new books
with your students? What was the result? Did you ever share a book that had been reserved for another
grade level?
What impact does this have on our children's thinking? Historically, what are some specific examples of
children's books becoming institutionalized-and what are the effects of this? (Think about The Giver
by Lois Lowry, Charlotte s Web by E.B. White, or even The Giving Tree by Shel Silverstein.) What made
these books achieve such fame? In what way does the institutionalization of a few books benefit or detract
from children's/young adult literature as a whole? What are the drawbacks for you as a teacher? What
implications does this phenomenon have for the future of children's book publishing-textbooks and trade
books?
We invite manuscripts that explore the pros and cons of the idea that a canon of children's books exists
in our classrooms. Contributions are welcomed from children's book authors and illustrators as well as
librarians, classroom educators, publishers, editors, translators, scholars, and critics.
•

Manuscripts should not exceed 2,500-3,000 words.

• Author's name, mailing address, telephone number, FAX number, e-mail address, and professional
affiliation should be on a separate cover page. The author's name should not appear in the manuscript.
•

Three members of the editorial review board will review all manuscripts.

•

Manuscripts must be received by April 1, 2003. Decisions will be reached usually within four months
of submission.
• If a manuscript is accepted for publication, its author must provide a computer disk copy of the
manuscript, preferably in MS Word.
• Charts, graphs, drawings, and high quality photographs pertaining to article topics will be appreciated.
Photographs from a digital camera can be submitted digitally.
• Send either: a) an electronic email attachment; orb) six copies of the manuscript, a disk with your
submission, and two self-addressed stamped envelopes to:
Kathryn M. Brimmer, Editorial Assistant
Michigan Reading Journal
Oakland University, Department of Reading
Rochester, MI 48309-4494
email: kmbrimme@oakland.edu
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